Secretory component in differentiating normal epithelium, benign lesions and malignancy in the human breast as monitored by monoclonal antibodies.
An immunohistochemical study of the expression of the secretory component (SC) in human mammary gland epithelium at various stages of differentiation, as well as in benign and malignant breast tumours, was undertaken using three mouse monoclonal antibodies. Antibody RICEO-SC-05 (SC-05), raised against a partially purified preparation of human SC, and reacting with a reduction-resistant epitope present in both free and polymeric immunoglobulin-bound SC, was compared in immunoperoxidase and immunofluorescence studies on a diverse range of normal tissues, to 2 reference anti-SC antibodies (LICR-LONLC28 and RICEO-MFG-12). All three antibodies reacted with secretory epithelia only, consistent with known patterns of expression of SC in tissues, although there was an unexpected reaction by all anti-SC antibodies with some Hassal's corpuscles of the thymus. Staining patterns seen in the normal resting, pregnant, lactating and regressing (after weaning) breast provide evidence for differentiation-associated changes in the production of SC, and support the concept of terminal ductal lobular units (TDLUs) as functional compartments of the mammary gland. SC was detected in all but one benign breast lesion (n = 53) as compared to only 24% positive cases with heterogeneous expression of SC found among 176 primary and metastatic breast carcinomas examined. In a series of 40 primary breast carcinomas and their corresponding lymph node metastases, a good overall correlation was found between the expression of SC in the matched specimens; aside from 3 heterogeneously SC-positive carcinomas whose metastatic counterparts were SC-negative. Our results demonstrate a potential application for monoclonal antibodies to SC in the study of human mammary gland differentiation, but suggest that the value of an assay for SC in the diagnosis of breast carcinomas is questionable due to the generally low expression of SC by either primary or metastatic breast lesions.